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PREFACE 


Celebrations are a delightful expression of joy 
universal to all people. This outburst of euphoria 
takes on a multiplicity of forms and nuances. Some 
celebrations are spontaneous whereas others are 
organized to mark a social or spiritual event. They 
help to enhance social harmony and unity, and also 
elevate souls towards God-realization. 

Hindu festivals engage the spiritual aspirant 
with God. The festive colours, sounds, devotions, 
discourses and feasting usher in a breath of fresh air 
in an otherwise routine mundane life. When festivals 
such as Holi, Janmashtami, Shri Hari Jayanti, Guru 
Jayanti, Diwali and others are celebrated in the 
right spirit they act as bulwarks against the impact 
of immorality and atheism. In fact, the majority of 
Hindu festivals symbolize and celebrate the victory 
of good over evil. 

Every ritual or festival is centred around a 
principal deity, providing the aspirant with an 
opportunity to engage his thoughts, emotions and 
actions with the Divine. This, subsequently, lessens 
his karmic burdens and inspires him towards purity 
and enlightenment. 
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The various rituals of arati, darshan, naivedyam, 
nama japa, dandvat, yajna and others orientate 
the senses and mind towards devotion to God, 
evoking divine feelings, noble thoughts and inner 
peace. 

Lastly, sacred symbols and objects like Aum, 
swastika, shalagrama, Shivalinga, deepa, arati, 
conch and others also facilitate one’s mind and 
senses to focus on the Divine. They elevate the 
spiritual consciousness of the devotee and protect 
him from evil and negative influences and actions. 

Hinduism: Festivals, Rituals and Symbols 
deals concisely with the major celebrations, 
rituals and symbols. This pocket-size publication 
comprises of three chapters from Hinduism, An 
Introduction, Part 1 published by Swaminarayan 
Aksharpith and inspired by H.H. Pramukh Swami 
Maharaj. It informs interested readers about an 
important and vibrant facet of Hinduism. 

- Author 
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The Ratha Yatra festival is one of ne grandest He largest of 
Hindu celebrations held in Jagannatha Puri, Orissa 


INTRODUCTION 

India is a land of holy festivals and celebrations 
that rejuvenate and relieve its people from the 
monotony of daily life and its burdens. Its social 
and predominantly spiritual content make its people 
vibrant and religious. For devout Hindus festivals 
provide a mystical connection with God and their 
own atman. Festivals also lighten the burden of bad 
karma and help integrate devotion and knowledge 
in their lives. Festivals provide a beautiful and joyful 
mosaic of colour, pageantry, beauty, music, dance 
and rituals. 

Hindu festivals reinforce the innate fundamentals 
of each individual’s existence, both spiritual and 
temporal, which are otherwise overshadowed 
by mundane and rational activities. The spiritual 
fervour inspired through festivals convinces one 
that life is worthwhile, and that it is possible to live 
happily, religiously and righteously in the midst of 

n increasingly materialistic and indulgent society. 
we briefly explain how some of the main 
e celebrated by Hindus in India and 
t us consider the Hindu calendar system. 
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THE HINDU CALENDAR 

India, like many other countries, bases its 
business life, travel, social activities, national 
holidays and other activities on the universally 
applied Gregorian calendar. This system rests upon 
the movement of the sun through the 12 signs of the 
zodiac (constellations), which gives us our 12 solar 
months. However Hindus celebrate and observe 
their festivals and sacraments according to their 
own calendar based on lunar months. The Hindu 
calendar uses the solar year but divides it into 12 
lunar months. One lunar month is the time the moon 
takes to travel around the earth, which comes to 
29’% days. It is divided into two halves: the bright 
half or Shuklapaksha in which the moon waxes and 
the dark half or Krishnapaksha in which it wanes. 
Each lunar day is called tithi, and it is counted from 
sunrise to sunset and not from midnight. Different 
times and different lunar days are considered 
auspicious or inauspicious for worship, fasting, 
travelling, getting married and inaugurations, etc. 
They are determined by Hindu astrologers. In north 
India, the lunar month ends on the day of the full 
moon (purnima), while in Gujarat it ends on the 
new moon day (amavasya). 
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Hindus generally fol- 
low the Vikrama Samvat 
era which began in 57" | 
BCE. Thus, 1900 CE in 
the Gregorian calendar 
corresponds to the year 
1957 of the Vikrama 
Samvat era. The New 
Year begins in different \ 
months for different parts Seasons and months in the 
of India. In North India, it mibauCalendor 
begins on the first day of Chaitra (April) because they 
follow a different calendar era to that of Vikrama Sam- 
vat. Gujarat and the central regions of India follow 
the Vikrama Samvat in which the New Year begins 
on the first day of Kartika (October or November). 

The twelve lunar months are: Kartika (Oct.-Nov.), 
Margashirsha (Nov.-Dec.), Pausha (Dec.-Jan.), 
Magha (Jan.-Feb.), Phalguna (Feb.-Mar.), Chaitra 
(Mar.-Apr.), Vaishakha (Apr.-May.), Jyeshtha (May- 
June), Ashadha (June-July), Shravana (July-Aug.), 
Bhadrapada (Aug.-Sept.) and Ashwina (Sept.-Oct.). 
Each month is named after a constellation in which 


1. Sometimes 56 years is added to the Gregorian Year depending on the 
beginning of the Indian New Year which is different in various regions of 


India. 
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the full moon is sighted. Twelve lunar months make a 
total of 354 days, which amounts to 11 days less than 
the solar year. To avoid the deficit with the solar year 
of 365 days, the Indian year includes an extra month 
or adhika-masa every 272 years. Though it is lunar 
based it remains in consonance with the solar year. 

The seven days of the week are named after 
celestial bodies and planets: Ravivara (Sun) is Sunday, 
Somavara (Moon) is Monday, Mangalavara (Mars) 
is Tuesday, Budhavara (Mercury) is Wednesday, 
Guruvara (Jupiter) is Thursday, Shukravara (Venus) 
is Friday and Shanivara (Saturn) is Saturday. 

In the Hindu calendar there are six seasons, each 
of two months. They are Vasanta (spring), Grishma 
(summer), Varsha (rain), Sharada (autumn), He- 
manta (late autumn) and Shishira (winter). 

The celebration of festivals is mainly a response 
to the presence of the Divine. The devout respond 
to the Divinity by fasting, singing devotional songs, 
worshipping in mandirs, seeking blessings from holy 
people and reading the sacred texts. The Hindu fes- 
tivals in the Indian calendar have a spiritual content, 
celebrating the birth or victory of God and his ava- 
tars. Not all of them are commonly celebrated by 
every Hindu — some have a special regional mean- 
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Gujaratis flying kites on Uttarayana, Ahmedabad 


ing; some are observed by devotees of a particular 
deity; some are family-based; others are occasions 
related to mandir-visiting and pilgrimage. In Hindu 
festivals the Hindus worship, celebrate and also in- 
teract socially with family, relatives, friends and the 
community in general. The spiritual, social and psy- 
chological impact of celebrating festivals is immense 
because it has a positive and elevating effect. 

A brief account of some of the festivals is as 
follows: 


1. MAKARASANKRANTI-UTTARAYANA AND PONGAL 
(January) 
Makarasankranti-Uttarayana is a very popular 
festival celebrated on 14 January in the Indian 
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| , 
Sadhus and the poor are given The Pongal festival celebrated in 
alms on Uttardyana Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala 


month of Pausha. Every year on this day when 
the earth routinely changes its orbital path, the sun 
moves toward the northern direction and enters in 
Capricorn (Makara). Since the northerly direction is 
considered holy, this festival is a call for all to follow 
the path of righteousness. From this day onwards 
all auspicious occasions and rituals are allowed. It 
also traditionally marks the end of the harvest sea- 
son and Hindu farmers thus express their gratitude 
by worshipping cows and oxen. 

Uttarayana is a day of charity when Hindus give 
alms to mandirs, Brahmins, sadhus, sannyasis and 
needy people. In Maharashtra and Gujarat, the 
householders offer balls of sesame seeds and gur 
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A decorated Shivalinga for Shivaratri festival. Devotees offer milk and 
bilva leaves to smaller Shivalingas on the occasion 


as a symbol of goodwill. The young and old, mainly in 
Gujarat, gather on terraces and in open spaces to fly 
kites all day. The kite festival brings great excitement. 
It also conveys a Spiritual message that as long as 
one is bound to God with the thread of obedience, 
then one shall savour the bliss of his divine form by 
always remaining attached to him. 

The people of Tamil Nadu celebrate the Pongal 
festival on this day. They feast on boiled rice 
offered to the sun. The rice is gathered from their 
new harvest. They express with gratitude God’s 
generosity through worship, songs and prayers. It 
also marks the Tamil New Year’s day. 
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Wood piled up at crossroads in Ahmedabad for the Holi fire. 
Coloured powder in the foreground for sprinkling on the people 


2. MAHA-SHIVARATRI 
(February/March) 

Maha-Shivaratri is the great night in honour of 
Bhagwan Shiva that falls in the Indian month of 
Magha. A festival that celebrates the birth, glory and 
power of Shiva — a great ascetic steeped in prayer 
and austerity. It also celebrates the day of origin 
of the famous 12 jyotirlingas in India. The devout 
rejoice in taking a holy dip in the Ganga because it 
had issued from the locks of Shiva. 

The Shiva Purana narrates how a hunter stayed 
awake all night by dropping bilwa leaves on a 
Shivalinga. The merits of his act purified his heart. 
Hence, devotees keep vigil on this night by singing 
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Pramukh Swami Maharaj celebrates Pushpadolotsava by 
spraying sanctified coloured water on devotees, Sarangpur, Gujarat 


bhajans to Shiva, listening to discourses on his life 
and teachings and bathing the sacred Shivalinga 
with water, milk, honey, saffron water and offering 
bilva leaves while chanting the Shatarudriya (Yajur 
vedic hymns to Shiva). Large gatherings and fairs 
are customarily held on this day at nearly all the 
Jyotirlinga pilgrimage centres, Girnar (Junagadha, 
Gujarat) and other holy Shaiva mandirs. 


3. HOLI AND PUSHPADOLOTSAVA 
(February/March) 

Holi and Pushpadolotsava are spring festivals 
celebrated with fire and colour in the Indian month 
of Phalguna. On the day of Holi, all Hindus celebrate 
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the victory of the devout 
Prahlada over his evil 
| father Hiranyakashipu. 
The joy of sprinkling 
coloured powder and 
water makes the Holi 
festival immensely 
popular. 

» Hiranyakashipu tried 
Devotees celebrating Holi in Mathura to have Prahlada killed 
many times because of the latter’s faith in God. But 
he failed. The story of his last attempt says that he 
asked his sister, Holika, who was immune to the 
power of fire, to take Prahlada in her lap and then 
set fire to the pyre of wood that she was sitting on. 
Prahlada, however, remained unscathed, whereas 
Holika was burnt to ashes. 

To commemorate this victory of good over evil, 
giant bonfires are traditionally lit in the evening of 
Holi day. People circumambulate the fire, pouring a 
trickle of water from small pots on the ground and 
throwing coconuts into the fire. When the fire dies 
down they take the holy ash and apply it as a round 
mark on their forehead. On this day Kamadeva (lord 
of love) was burnt to ashes by Shiva because he 
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Enactment of Ramalila, New Delhi 


Arati at Ramai Mandir 
tried to arouse Shiva’s passion while engrossed in 
meditation. 

The next day the Vaishnavas celebrate Pushp- 
adolotsava. On this day, the gopis of Vrundavan 
prepared a swing decorated with fragrant flowers 
for Shri Krishna, performed his puja and rocked him 
with intense joy and bhakti. The devotees celebrate 
this day by decorating a swing with flowers and rock- 
ing the murti of God. Then they spray the coloured 
water and throw coloured powder on each other. 

The sentiments of making a bonfire of one’s evil 
nature, colouring one’s life with the hue of bhakti 
and swinging God in the swing of one’s heart are 
the spiritual messages of these celebrations. 
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Pramukh Swami Maharaj celebrating the 
Swaminarayan Jayanti in Sarangpur on 28 March 2007 


4, RAMA NAVAMI & SWAMINARAYAN JAYANTI 
(April) 

On this day India rapturously celebrates the leg- 
acy of two great divine figures that graced its holy 
soil — Bhagwan Shri Rama and Bhagwan Shri Swa- 
minarayan. 

Hailed as Maryada-Purushottama, Shri Rama, 
the seventh avatar of Bhagwan Vishnu, is an icon 
of familial obedience and discipline for all Hindus. 
His noble life and the Rama rajya he established 
have always remained beacons of inspiration and 
hope for Indian society. The holy name of Rama has 
pulsated in the hearts of countless for millennia as 
an incarnation of God. 
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Grand Ratha Yatra festival in Jagannatha Puri, Orissa 


Shri Rama was born on the ninth day of the 
lunar month of Chaitra (April). Devotees celebrate 
on this day by chanting his holy name and reciting 
the chopais (verses) about his life from the 
Ramacharitmanasa of Tulasidasa. In the evening, 
crowds attend the Ramalila — a colourful stage 
performance on Rama’s life. People observe a fast 
or take only fruits and liquid on this day. 

The second guiding light that blessed India was 
Purna Purushottam Bhagwan Shri Swaminarayan 
(1781-1830 CE). Born in Chhapaiya, near Ayod- 
hya, he left home at the age of 11 and travelled 
the length and breadth of India for seven years. He 
established the Swaminarayan Sampradaya in Gu- 
jarat and spearheaded a moral and spiritual renais- 
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Devotees pulling the giant chariot Pramukh Swami Maharaj blesses 
devotees on Guru Purnima, Bochasan 


sance, eradicating the sati custom, violent yajnas, 
addictions and superstitions. He fostered the bhakti 
tradition by establishing six mandirs and initiating 
over 3,000 sadhus and paramhansas of high spir- 
itual calibre. 

He preached the ideals of Sanatana Dharma, 
namely, faith, truth, compassion, non-violence, self- 
control and others. Through his divine personality 
he revealed his supreme glory, liberated countless 
people from ignorance and blessed them with divine 
joy. His work was continued by his successor and 
ideal devotee Gunatitanand Swami and thereafter by 
Bhagatji Maharaj, Shastriji Maharaj, Yogiji Maharaj 
and now by Pramukh Swami Maharaj. 
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BAPS devotees on Guru Purnima, Bochasan, Gujarat 


5. RATHA YATRA 


(June/July) 

Jagannatha Puri, Orissa, is one of India’s holiest 
places of pilgrimage. Every year it is transformed 
into a sea of spectacular devotion on Ratha Yatra 
day, celebrated on the second day of Ashadha that 
occurs in June-July. Amammoth gathering of more 
than one million devotees line the streets of Puri 
in Orissa to have darshan of the murtis of Bhag- 
wan Jagannathaji (Shri Krishna), his sister Subhad- 
ra and brother Balarama ceremoniously drawn in 
three grand chariots from Jagannatha Mandir to their 
country home. The festival is also celebrated in many 
cities and towns of India, especially in Anmedabad, 
Gujarat. 
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A sister tying rakhi on her brother’s wrist to mark Rakshabandhana 

The devotees enthusiastically receive prasada 
of mung, jambu fruit and cucumber. 

Together with this vibrant manifestation of devotion, 
the Kathopanishad metaphorically teaches that the 
body is like the chariot, intellect the driver (sarathi), 
mind the reins, senses the horses, atman the master 
and the road the material objects (1.3.3-4). The 
festival inspires one to give God or the God-realized 
guru the reins of one’s life-chariot to secure moksha. 


6. GURU PURNIMA 
(July) 

Hindus throughout the world congregate in large 
numbers to honour their spiritual guru on the full 
moon day of Ashadha in the month of July. They 
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Teenage boys break a pot of curds Bhagwan Krishna 
strung across a street in Mumbdi on 
Krishna Janmashtami 


honour him with garlands, gifts (guru dakshina) 
and prayers to express their love and gratitude. 
They renew their pledges to abide by the guru’s 
teachings and guidance for the whole year. The 
disciples sing his glory in an assembly, perform 
pujan by applying a round mark of kumkum on 
the guru’s forehead and seek his blessings for 
enlightenment. 

This day is also known as Vyasa Purnima because 
Veda Vyasa is revered as the first guru by all Hindus 
and also as an incarnation of God. He is adored for 
having contributed to the immense wisdom and glory 
of Hinduism. He classified the Vedas and authored 
the Brahmasutras, Mahabharata and 18 Puranas. 
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Stage performance of Krishna Lila by BAPS youths 
on Janmashtami festival, Toronto. The photo shows Krishna (right) 
as an emissary appealing for peace in the court of the Kauravas 


7. RAKSHABANDHANA 
(August) 

Rakshabandhana commemorates the ‘freeing’ 
of Bhagwan Vishnu from King Bali’s service. The 
‘freedom’ was secured when goddess Lakshmi tied 
a rakhi (a decorated thread) around Bali’s wrist. Ever 
since, on this day, sisters tie rakhis on their brothers’ 
wrists to wish them well and to seek their protection. 

The festival is celebrated on the full moon day 
in the month of Shravana (August). In response to 
the tying of rakhi to his wrist, the brother gives gifts, 
clothes or cash to his sister. She prays for his welfare, 
and the brother pledges to protect her. 

Originally a rakhi was a handspun cotton thread 
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The unique snake-boat race is a thrilling part of Onam, 
the harvest festival of Kerala 


dyed yellow with turmeric, but now it comes in 
different materials of various shapes, sizes and 
colours. Three knots in the thread signify protection 
in thought, word and deed. 

This day is also celebrated as Narikela Purnima 
because fishermen offer coconuts to appease Lord 
Varuna (sea-god). The day also marks the changing 
of the sacred thread (upavita) among Brahmins and 
others. This tradition dates back to Vedic times when 
the academic New Year commenced on this day. 


8. KRISHNA JANMASHTAMI 
(August/September) 
Janmashtami, on the eight lunar day of the dark 
half of Shravana (August/September), marks the 
19 
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birth of Bhagwan Shri 
Krishna. A festival of 
national celebration, 
Janmashtami is an 
occasion of joy, worship 
| and singing the glory of 
Bhagwan Shri Krishna’s 
divine /ila (incidents). 
: From his childhood 
"“Giantnvanak Ganesha worshipaed adventures of stealing 

roa Gonetavse curds and butter and 
destroying Kaliya, the serpent, to his divine moonlight 
dance with the gopis on the banks of the Yamuna, 
Shri Krishna has fascinated and charmed devotees 
and poets for thousands of years. 

The eternal song of the Gita imparted to Arjuna 
and his superb statesmanship and skilfulness dur- 
ing the Mahabharata battle are signatures of Shri 
Krishna’s profound wisdom and divinity. He fulfilled 
his mission to establish dharma and destroy evil. 

Shri Krishna’s fond associations with the cow, 
flute and Radhaji reveal a unique bond of divine love 
and compassion. For millennia, his glorious life has 
shaped the social, spiritual and cultural life of India. 

On Janmashtami day the devout observe a fast 
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ceremonial procession for the immersion of Shri Ganeshaji in the sea, Mumbai 


and teenage boys and youths form human pyramids 
to break pots of curds hung high across streets. The 
mandirs resound with the reading and enactment of 
Krishna’s pastimes from the Shrimad Bhagavata and 
performance of puja rituals. 

At midnight, arati of Lalji, the child murti of Shri 
Krishna, is performed in mandirs and homes. The 
murti is rocked in a decorated, silver hindola (swing) 
and bhajans are sung in his praise. A variety of food 
items like curds, sweets, fried foods and panchajiri 
(a special baked mixture of five ingredients: dry 
coriander (dhania), seeds of dill plant (suva), dry 
ginger (suntha), ground sugar crystals and ghee) 
are offered to God and distributed to devotees as 
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Durga Devi Navaratri, nine nights of devotion and 
dance, Ahmedabad 


prasada. 


9. ONAM 
(August/September) 

It is the most important harvest festival of Kerala. 
The people of Kerala believe that when Lord Va- 
mana exiled King Bali to the patala region the lat- 
ter prayed to Bhagwan Vishnu to allow him to visit 
his citizens once a year. Vishnu permitted him to 
do so on the day of Onam, which falls in August 
or September. The whole of Kerala celebrates the 
reception of King Bali to make him rejoice at see- 
ing his subjects happy. The festivities last for ten 
days, which include giving away presents, dancing 

22 


Holy Festivals 


On Dashahara giant effigies of Ravana, Kumbhakarana and Meghanadd 
are burnt to commemorate the victory of Rama, New Delhi 


to songs in praise of Bali and snake-boat racing. 


10. GANESHA CHATURTHI 
(August/September) 

The fourth day of the bright half of the lunar month 
of Bhadrapada (August/September) is celebrated as 
the birthday of Shri Ganeshaji or Ganapatiji — the 
god of auspiciousness, remover of obstacles and 
bestower of happiness and liberation. This festival 
is celebrated for ten days. 

As with other festivals, the homes, mandirs and 
canopied shrines on streets, especially in Andhra 
Pradesh, Karnataka, Maharashtra and Gujarat, are 
elaborately decorated. For ten days, colourful clay 
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images of Ganeshaji are installed and worshipped 
with rituals of pujan, arati and offerings of laddus. 
Devotees beseech him to grant them intellect, rich- 
es and enlightenment. Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856- 
1920), a renowned freedom fighter, introduced the 
festival to rouse the nationalistic fervour of the In- 
dian people. After ten days the murtis of Ganeshaji 
are ceremoniously carried to rivers, lakes or oceans 
for immersion. 


11. NAVARATRI AND VIJAYA DASHAMI (DASHAHARA) 
(September/October) 

The purpose behind celebrating Navaratri lies 
in the victory of goddess Durga, a benign form of 
goddess Parvati, in a battle against the demon, 
Mahishasura. The latter had appeased Brahma by 
performing austerities and obtained a boon that he 
would never die at the hands of a human being. 
The demon subsequently started ravaging the three 
worlds. To counter the demon, Durga was given 
weapons, namely, vajra by Indra, chakra by Vish- 
nu and trishula by Shivaji. Durga created eighteen 
arms for herself and fought with Mahishasura who 
attacked her in the form of a snorting bull. The fierce 
battle lasted for nine days, with Durga destroying the 
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Diwali and New Year’s celebrations in Gujarat include ritual sanctification 
of account books, preparing rangoli, lighting firecrackers, 
offering prayers and a feast to God 
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demon on the tenth day.” 

In Bengal and certain parts of India the festival of 
nine nights honours the goddesses Durga, Lakshmi 
and Sarasvati, starting with the first day of the lunar 
month of Ashwina (September/October). Three days 
are dedicated each to Durga (goddess of valour 
and Shiva’s consort), Lakshmiji (goddess of wealth 
and consort of Narayana or Vishnu) and Sarasvati 
(goddess of knowledge and consort of Brahma). In 
Bengal the festival is known as Durga Puja where 
huge decorated clay images of goddess Durga are 
consecrated in large canopies on plain grounds and 
streets. The murtis are worshipped for ten days and 
then ceremoniously immersed in rivers like Ganga, 
lakes or seas. 

In Gujarat the traditional garba dance and dandiya 
rasa (traditional stick dance) are performed for nine 
nights. The tenth day, known as Dashahara (Dasara 
or Dashera) or Vijaya Dashami, is celebrated as a 
day of valour and triumph. On this day Bhagwan 
Rama vanquished the demon Ravana and liberated 
his consort Sitadevi from her confinement in 
Lanka. To commemorate this day, gorgeous stage 
performances of Rama Lila depict the heroism and 


2. Devi Bhagavat 5.16. 
26 


Holy Festivals 


divinity of Rama in northern India. The episodes 
climax with the burning of giant effigies of Ravana 
and Kumbhakarana to salute the victory of Rama. 

Vijaya Dashami is also the birthday of Bhagwan 
Venkateshwar, the presiding deity of Tirupati Balaji 
Mandir in Andhra Pradesh. 

On this day students seek to earn the blessings 
of Sarasvati Devi — the goddess of learning — by 
performing puja, and placing books and quills before 
her image. The Kshatriyas perform puja of their 
weapons on this day. 


12. DEEPAWALI & ANNAKUTA UTSAVA 
(October/November) 

The four-day spectacular Deepawali (Diwali) 
festival is popularly known as the festival of lights. 
It is variously associated with Bhagwan Rama, 
Krishna, goddesses Lakshmi and Sarasvati and 
Hanumanji. Deepawali is the grand finale to the 
annual festivals of India. It is one of the most festive 
and auspicious of all celebrations in the Hindu 
calendar and celebrated by all Hindus throughout 
the world. Deepawali is celebrated on the last day of 
the final month of Ashwina (October/November). The 
traditional rituals of worship and prayer in the five- 
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Kumbha Mela in Haridward, the biggest seligious celeb in the world 
day Deepawali festival start with Lakshmi Pujan on 
the thirteenth day (Dhanatrayodashi or Dhan Teras) 
of the dark half of Ashwina month, when everyone 
performs puja of wealth in the form of gold and silver 
coins to purify them and pray for their benevolent 
use. On the fourteenth day (Krishnachaturdashi 
or Kali Chaudasha) Hanumanji is worshipped to 
protect one from evil spirits. And on the next day, 
on Deepawali, the last day of the year, the account 
books of devotees are sanctified with the ritual 
mahapuja or popularly known as Sharda (Chopda) 
Pujan. 

Deepawali or Deepa Utsava is celebrated by 
placing deepas (lamps) on windows and doors of 
homes and in mandirs. Sometimes they are floated 
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on rivers. Colourful 
designs, portraits or 
scenes (rangolis) are 
created with different 
coloured powders to 
decorate the entrance 
to homes and buildings 
(rangolis). A display 
of fireworks celebrates 
Shri Rama’s return to Kumbha Mela at Ujjain 
Ayodhya after his 14-year exile and victory over 
the evil Ravana. The day also marks the birth of 
Lakshmiji as she emerged out of the ocean during 
the Samudra Manthana or churning of the ocean. 

New Year’s Day or Nutan Varsh is the day after 
Diwali in the Vikram calendar.’ It falls on the first day of 
Kartika month. It is celebrated in a spirit of bonhomie 
with personal visits to homes of relatives and friends. 
Family bonds are renewed and forgiveness is asked 
for from others to whom one may have hurt in any 
way in the previous year. 

New Year’s Day is also marked with an offering 


3. In some states of India, New Year’s Day falls on different months of the 
year. Chaitra sud 1 — New Year’s Day in north India, Maharashtra and 
Tamil Nadu. Vishu — New Year’s Day in Kerala. Nutan Varsh — Kartik sud 
1, New Year’s Day in Gujarat and Rajasthan. 
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of a grand feast or annakuta to God with devotion 
and in appreciation of his abundant generosity for 
the new harvest. 

The second day of the New Year is celebrated 
by sisters who honour their brothers (Bhai bija) by 
inviting them for a celebratory lunch. The brothers 
rejoice with and offer gifts to their sisters. 

In this way the five-day celebration of Deepawali 
inspires devotion and love for God and one’s family 
and friends. 


13. KUMBHA MELA 

Every three years a mammoth festival called the 
Kumbha Mela is held when the sun enters in Aquarius 
or the Kumbha constellation. It is held at one of four 
pilgrim places: 1. at the confluence of Rivers Ganga, 
Yamuna and Sarasvati in Allahabad, also called 
Prayaga, in north India, Uttar Pradesh, 2. at the River 
Godavari in Nasik on the west coast, Maharashtra, 
3. at River Kshipra in Ujjain in central India, Madhya 
Pradesh, and 4. at the River Ganga in Haridwara in 
north India, Uttarakhand. Every three years a Kumbha 
Mela is held at one of these four places, and once in 
twelve years a purna or mega-Kumbh Mela is held 
in these places by turns. Millions of devotees, sadhus 
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and sannyasis of various denominations and sam- 
pradayas congregate to bathe in the holy water on 
the auspicious hour to be blessed with punya and to 
dissolve their sins. They live in tents by the river bank, 
practising austerities, living on simple food, doing japa 
and meditation and giving gifts to deserving persons. 
The spiritual leaders of different Hindu sampradayas 
also hold meetings to discuss various issues relevant 
to the practice of Hinduism. 

The Kumbha Mela at the confluence of three 
rivers in Prayaga (Allahabad) is the biggest spiritual 
gathering. The Uttar Pradesh State government puts 
up a city of tents in which pilgrims live free of cost. 
Spiritual heads of all sampradayas hold satsang and 
bhajan during the six-week-long festival. Seventy 
million people attended the Kumbha Mela in 2001 at 
Prayaga. Prior to the ritual bath, each of the heads 
of various sampradayas and his followers take out 
a procession, chanting and singing God’s holy name 
to the accompaniment of musical instruments. 

The origin of the Kumbha Mela can be traced to 
the story of the kalasha (pot) of amruta (nectar) ob- 
tained after the devas (gods) and asuras (demons) 
churned the ocean. The asuras grabbed the pot and 
started quarrelling as to who should take the first sip. 
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So, Bhagwan Vishnu assumed the form of a very 
charming damsel called Mohini. The asuras were 
overwhelmed by her beauty and charm and gave the 
amruta to her to distribute. Mohini started distribut- 
ing amruta to the devas. When the asuras realized 
that the amruta was almost finished, they became 
furious at the deception. On perceiving this, Mohini 
disappeared. Jayanta, one of the sons of Indra, took 
the pot and ran away with the remaining amruta. The 
asuras followed hastily to retrieve it. Jayanta, placed 
the pot at four places while taking rest, namely, on the 
banks of River Godavari in Nasik, Maharashtra; River 
Kshipra in Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh; River Ganga in 
Haridwara, Uttarakhand; and at the Triveni-sangam in 
Prayaga (Allahabad), Uttar Pradesh. When the amru- 
ta kumbha was lifted at each of the four places, some 
drops of nectar fell on earth, permanently sanctifying 
the river water and places. The devout therefore visit 
these holy places to take a ritual bath for purifying 
themselves. 


CONCLUSION 
Other important holy festivals and celebrations 
are Hanuman Jayanti, Vamana Jayanti and Nrusim- 
ha Jayanti. There are other holy days celebrated at 
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regular intervals, namely, Ekadashi and Purnima. On 
these days, devotees generally observe a fast, visit 
mandirs and read or listen to religious discourses of 
their choice. Most of these festivals vary from region 
to region, depending on local traditions, deities and 
sacred sites and auspicious times. Connectivity with 
the Divine by humans seeking inner purification and 
spiritual liberation is the common thread that runs 
through all the holy festivals. 


SUMMARY 


1s 


India is a land of festivals and celebrations that 
are held to worship and honour God and his 
manifestations. Hindu festivals dissolve bad 
karma, consolidate devotion and knowledge, and 
bring joy and freshness in the lives of people of 
all backgrounds. 

The Hindus have a lunar calendar that divides 
the solar year into twelve lunar months. Each 
month is further divided into the bright and dark 
halves as per the waxing and waning of the moon. 
Each lunar day is called tithi and any secular or 
religious enterprise or project is expected to be 
performed at an auspicious time. The time when 
such ventures are started is very important. There 
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are six seasons, each having two months in the 
Hindu calendar. 

3. Thecelebrations of festivals like Makarasankranti, 
Maha-Shivaratri, Holiand Pushpadolotsava, Rama 
Navami and Swaminarayan Jayanti, Ratha Yatra, 
Guru Purnima, Rakshabandhana, Janmashtami, 
Ganesha Chaturthi, Onam, Navaratri and Vijaya 
Dashami, Deepawali, Annakuta Utsava and Kumb- 
ha Mela usher in joy and devotion to millions of 
Hindu. 
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A pujari performs arati of Shri Radha-Krishna Dev, 
ISKCON Mandir, Ahmedabad 
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INTRODUCTION 

Hinduism has hundreds of brief and elaborate 
rituals. Formerly, the mandir used to be the nucleus 
of almost every village and town in India. Mostly all 
activities were centred in and around the mandir. So, 
the rituals of darshan, arati, seva and celebrating 
festivals became an intrinsic part of a Hindu’s 
life. From the simple pranama and the chanting 
of God’s names to the elaborate yajna rituals, all 
were focused on worshipping and appeasing the 
Divine. The general articles of worship include water, 
leaves, flowers, fruits, kumkum, milk, yogurt, rice 
grains, deepa, bell, spoon (sruva), plate (patra), 
small metal water-pot (kalasha), etc. 

Rituals form an integral part of worship and have 
been practised from generation to generation in 
countless homes and mandirs. They are deeply 
embedded in the Hindu culture. Initially, one who is 
disinterested or is an outsider may consider them to 
be tedious, abstruse and unexciting, but the impres- 
sions and vibrations produced through daily rituals 
evoke divine feelings, noble thoughts, peace and 
faith. Through personal action involved in rituals, the 
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Pranama eupiesses eee the image a God 
devotee experiences a participatory feeling and con- 
nection with the Divine. Such rituals, performed with 
a spiritual mindset and feeling, become acts of bhakti 
or devotion to God, which gradually purify, strength- 
en and soothe the senses and mind of the devotee. 
They also dissolve and lighten the devotee’s burden 
of frustrations and resolve his or her moral lapses. 
They further serve in dissolving dehabhava and in 
leading the individual towards moksha. 

The various rituals include pranama, puja, 
mahapuja, darshan, arati, naivedyam, nama japa, 
dandavat, pradakshina, yajna and others. 


1. PRANAMA 
A Hindu expresses reverence to the image of God 
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by joining the palms and 
bowing the head. This 
ritual is called pranama. F-— 
Pranama is also a | 
gesture used for greeting 
guests, showing respect 
to seniors and conveying 
farewell to friends, 

relatives and others. 43 r eb 

Pranama, when of- Children show respect to their teucher 
fered to God, shows one’s obeisance to him. A 
devotee also bows to God with humility and sub- 
mission — pranipata. The palms held together by 
the heart and the bowed head convey deep rever- 
ence from the heart and total surrender of the mind. 
Furthermore, by offering pranama to God, who is 
the creator, sustainer, destroyer and possessor of 
infinite powers, one acknowledges his supreme 
greatness, glory, refuge and protectorship. 

So briefly, by offering pranama to God, guru, 
parents and elders, one offers respect and seeks 
their blessings for happiness and protection in this 
world and beyond. 

The other related gestures of reverence to the 
Divine are panchanga pranama and shastanga 

38 


Devotional Rituals 


dandavat pranama. Prostrating and touching the 
five or eight specified parts of the body to the floor 
is called panchanga pranama (mainly offered by 
female devotees in mandirs and during personal 
puja; also offered by children to their parents and 
elders) and shastanga dandavat pranama (mainly 
offered by male devotees) respectively. 

Many times while offering pranama the devotee 
says a personal prayer to God or chants his name. 
Offering pranama soothes and rejuvenates the 
body and mind. The feeling of respect and humility 
in the devotee lingers and grows with daily practice. 
The practice of pranama is also prevalent all over 
Southeast Asia. 


2. DAILY PERSONAL PUJA 

The puja of a deity performed on a personal 
level is done in two ways. Some devotees worship 
a small murti of their chosen deity (ishtadevata), 
made either of panchadhatu or stone, and others 
worship printed images. In the former case, devout 
Vaishnavas engage themselves in the daily morning 
ritual of awakening the deity (called Balamukunda, 
Lalji or Thakorji), bathing the murti in water, dressing 
and adorning him with ornaments and a flower 
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Se oO - 
The daily puja ritual cleanses the mind and fills one’s heart with divinity, 
peace and faith in God 


garland. Thereafter, they worship the deity with 
kumkum, sandalwood paste, incense, deepa, etc. 
Then they apply a sacred mark on their own forehead, 
arms and chest. This is followed by meditating, 
turning mala (rosary), offering prostrations and 
prayers and singing bhajans before the deity. The 
personal ritual worship may last from half an hour 
to one hour or even more. In the second practice 
of worshipping hand-painted or printed images of 
the deity and guru parampara, the devotee invokes 
the deity, meditates, applies a sacred mark on his 
own forehead, arms and chest, turns the mala while 
chanting a mantra, performs pradakshina and 
dandavat, offers prayers and finally briefly reads a 
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Deities, sages and devotees are worshipped in the mahapuja 
portion of a shastra or holy text. The daily puja ritual 
may have different forms in various sampradayas. 

Many devotees drink water, have breakfast and 
engage in their worldly duties only after performing 
personal puja. This daily ritual cleanses the mind 
and imbues the individual with divinity, peace and 
faith in God. 


3. MAHAPUJA 

This is a ritual wherein all the main deities, sages 
and devotees are worshipped. Mahapuja is per- 
formed in many Swaminarayan mandirs for the 
spiritual progress, peace, fulfilment of desires and 
solutions to the problems of devotees. As an act of 
devotion it means service to the deity and a way to 
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please him and win his [¥ 
favour for both bhukti |g 
(worldly success) and h 
mukti (liberation). It is 
also performed to sanc- 
tify a home or office prior 
to living or working there. 
The ritual is conducted 
by a sadhu or Brahmin | 
priest. It begins with the Sadhus and youths neHonning 
chanting of Vedic peace mae 

prayers (called shanti patha), and thereafter the 
deities are invoked in oval-shaped betel nuts. Then 
the nyasa vidhi is performed in which the partici- 
pant invokes the Divine in each part of his or her 
body by chanting appropriate Vedic mantras. This 
makes one pure and eligible to worship the deities, 
which one performs thereafter. Firstly, one bathes 
the deities with panchamruta' and sacred water 
while chanting mantras. Then one adorns them with 
clothes, applies sandalwood paste, offers food and 
arati and performs circumambulations and pros- 
trations. Finally, prayers are offered to the deities 
for forgiveness for any lapses during the ritual cer- 


1. Amixture of five things: milk, curd, ghee, sugar and honey. 
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Darshan means beholding the deity with devotion and respect 


emony and for the fulfilment of wishes and solutions 
to problems. 


4. DARSHAN 

Darshan literally means beholding the deity, guru 
or the place of pilgrimage with devotion and respect. 
It is a central and important religious activity of all 
practising Hindus. When they go to a mandir they 
say, “Il am going for darshan,” but they do not say, 
“lam going for worship.” Since the Hindus believe 
that the deity is present in the sacred murti the act 
of darshan is charged with religious meaning. To 
“see” and to be “seen” by the deity, holy person or 
sacred place (tirtha) is the essence of darshan. The 
devotees gain the blessings of the Divine. 
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Arati is a ritual of profound devotion, love and respect for God 

While doing darshan of the deity in a mandir, 
devotees offer pranama by joining their palms 
together and bowing their head in respect. Then a 
detailed darshan of the deity involves “seeing” the 
murti from head to toe along with the adornments 
and attire. The ritual of darshan calms the mind and 
fills the person with divinity and joy. 

Devotees generally go for darshan to mandirs 
during arati (morning and evening), festive days, 
ekadashi, punam (full-moon day), birthday or any 
socially important day of their life. 


5, ARATI 
Arati is the most popular ceremony in Hinduism. 
It is a ritual that expresses devotion and respect to 
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A pujari BREE Gia to Panchanga pranann 
Bhagwan Jagannatha 
a deity. Aratiis performed by circling deepas before 
the murti of God or guru while chanting a prayer. It 
is one of the sixteen steps (shodasha upachara) 
of the puja ritual. It is often called “the ceremony of 
lights” during which the devotee seeks protection, 
benediction and moksha by singing God’s glory. 
In some mandirs the pujari performs arati with 
camphor, a three or a five-wick lamp, incense, a 
flower, water and other items. The ceremony is 
mostly performed standing and by ringing a small 
hand bell. It is accompanied by playing a drum and 
a pair of gongs, and blowing a conch shell. 

The ritual originated many centuries ago when the 
murti of a deity was illuminated for the darshan of 
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Dandavat pranama or prostration is a gesture of reverence to the deity in 
which eight parts of the body touch the ground 


devotees. The pujari in the dark sanctum sanctorum 
of mandir circulated the deepa from head to foot 
while chanting mantras or singing a prayer. Gradu- 
ally the practice developed into arati. When the arati 
is over it is circulated among devotees who cup their 
down-turned hands over the flame and raise their 
palms to touch them to their eyes and head. This 
helps the devotees to absorb and be blessed with 
the sacred light of the deepas. Arati is performed 
not only in mandirs and home shrines but also after 
a religious ceremony or prior to or after a spiritual 
discourse. In shikharabaddha Vaishnava mandirs 
(big pinnacled temples) there is a tradition of per- 
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forming arati five times? 
every day, whereas in 
hari mandirs (small tem- 
ples) or home mandirs it 
is done twice daily, in the 
morning and evening. 


6. DANDAVAT PRANAMA 
ym) = Dandavat pranama 
Pradakshind means is a gesture of reverence 
sheila ainlg ipo to the deity or spiritual 

or deity with reverence 
guru in which a devotee prostrates on the ground. 
Dandavat means “like a stick lying on the ground”. 

Shastanga dandavat means prostration, in which 
eight parts of the body touch the floor: 

Oorasa shirasa dhrustya manasa vachasa 
tatha padabhyam karabhyam janubhyam 
pranamo-shtangam muchyate. 

- Ahanik Sutravali 

The eight parts are chest, head, eyes, mind, 
speech (mouth), feet, hands and thighs. The 
reason why eight parts should touch the floor 


2. Five-time aratis performed in most mandirs are mangala (early morning 
at 6.00 a.m. or earlier), shanagara (between 7.00 a.m. and 7.30 a.m.), 
rajabhoga (around 11.15 a.m.), sandhya (time of sunset) and shayana 
(between 8.00 and 8.15 p.m.) 
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Naivedyam is the ritual offering of food and drink to the deity 
is that a person performs all activities with body, 
mind and speech, therefore all the three should be 
offered or surrendered to God. Only males perform 
shashtanga dandavat pranama. 

Panchanga pranama is a gesture of offering re- 
spect in which five parts of the body touch the ground, 
namely, head, hands, feet, mind and speech. Males 
offer ashtanga or panchanga pranama to the murti 
of God, parents, seniors and sadhus. Females offer 
only panchanga pranama to God and parents. 

The ritual of pranama is a gesture of reverence 
and humility. It’s daily practise dissolves one’s ego. 


7. PRADAKSHINA 
The practice of circumambulating around the de- 
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Repeating God’s name is called namie japa 
ity, mandir, sacred mountain, lake or river is called 
pradakshina. \t is performed to show respect to the 
deity and to absorb the divine vibrations of the deity 
or holy place. The devotee performs pradakshina 
after having darshan of the deity or sacred site. While 
so doing he or she chants God’s holy name and 
remembers him. The devotee also performs pradak- 
shina while doing daily puja at home. 

The ritual of pradakshina helps consolidate and 
realize God to be the centre of one’s activities. 


8. NAIVEDYAM 
Naivedyam is a bhakti ritual in which a devotee 
offers food to the murti of God. It is done to express 
appreciation to God as the provider and sustainer 
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and to sanctify the food. 

While visiting mandirs, 
devotees partake of 
the prasada — food 
offered to the deities 
— and feel blessed. In 
addition, in their home 
shrines, devotees offer 
their breakfast, meals 
or whatever they eat A mala with 108 beads 
or drink to the deities first. When the breakfast or 
meal is placed in the home mandir the thalas (songs 
supplicating the Lord to accept the offering) are sung 
by members of the family. 

The annual annakuta offering of thousands 
of vegetarian food items to the deities in mandirs 
on the Hindu New Year’s Day is an overwhelming 
experience of dedication and bhakti. There have 
been many occasions when the deities have eaten 
the offered food items. 


9. NAMA JAPA 
Repeating God’s name (mantra japa) aloud or in 
one’s mind is both a sadhana and a religious ritual. 
It is called nama japa. 
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There is an innate tendency for the mind to dwell 
upon worldly objects. As a result, the meditation or 
concentration on anything divine becomes extremely 
difficult. The moment one closes one’s eyes to 
meditate upon God, the mind becomes filled with 
worldly thoughts. To provide an inward focus, our 
ancient rishis had created certain mantras or holy 
syllables whose vibrations have the power to create 
an ambience that enables one to concentrate and 
meditate. The mantras or holy names of God are 
chanted repetitively (japa) to purify one’s mind and 
surroundings. 

It is believed that mantras and their sounds 
contain an image of the deity they represent. When 
chanted, they produce images of the respective 
deities. So a Rama mantra will produce an image 
of Rama within the consciousness of one who chants 
it. But initially, the image will form only for the time 
that the person chants the mantra. Later on, as the 
impressions of the mantra become implanted within 
one’s consciousness, the image of the deity remains 
for longer periods and then one reaches a point 
where the deity actually becomes present forever 
(sakshatkar). 

Japa should be done after completing one’s 
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The fire ritual (yajna) is performed. to please God and 
acquire worldly happiness 


ablutions and in a clean, quiet place. It is mainly 
done with the aid of a mala. The devotee turns the 
mala with his or her thumb chanting God’s name 
loudly or silently in the mind. One must try to keep 
one’s body as still as possible during the ritual. 
Nama japa is the easiest and surest way to purify 
and elevate the mind, and relieve oneself from wor- 
ries and tensions. It creates divine vibrations within 
and without and is believed to increase one’s con- 
centration. It is done while performing one’s morning 
puja, in mandirs, in holy pilgrim places or anywhere 
and at any time. The ritual should be performed with 
the remembrance of the deity in one’s mind. 
Nama japa is the most important means in the 
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Gaudiya Vaishnavism 
of Mahaprabhu 
Chaitanya and the 
Varkari Sampradaya 
of Maharashtra, whose 
devotees spend hours 
singing aloud bhajans 
and the name of Vitthala 
ee yf or Vithoba. 

Avaiae vsti oF alka? 7 ) In the Vibhuti Yoga 
chapter of the Bhagavad Gita (10.25), Bhagwan 
Krishna states, “Yajnanam japa yajno’smi.” It 
means, “Among the yajnas (fire sacrifices), | am 
the chanting of the holy names.” 


10. YAJNA 

The word yajna is derived from the Sanskrit root 
word ‘yaj’, which means to ‘give’. Yajna is generally 
translated as sacrifice or offerings in which one offers 
the best objects to God. 

There are two scriptural sources of yajna rituals 
— Vedas and Agamas. The early Vedic era placed 
great importance on yajna (fire ritual) as a means 
to appease the devas and earn their favour. The 
Agamic rituals are mainly related to fire rituals 
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Deva Yajna: Rituals to appease Rishi Yajna: Prayer, meditation and 
the devas other spiritual endeavours 


performed to please deities in murti form in mandirs 
and elsewhere. Basically, according to the Vedas 
and Agamas, yajnas are performed to gain worldly 
prosperity, fame, good health, progeny and liberation. 

In the Bhagavad Gita, Bhagwan Krishna describes 
the system of ‘giving’ as the yajna chakra (cycle): 

Annad bhavanti bhutani parjanyad 
annasambhavaha, 

Yagnad bhavati parjanyo yagnaha karma 
samudbhavaha.* 

“Through food life forms come into existence, 
through rain food is formed; through yajna there 
is rain and the yajna is produced through karma 


3. B.G. 3.14. 
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| (effort).” 

The life cycle 
mentioned by Shri 
Krishna in the Bhagavad 
Gita is called the yajna 
bhavna. \|n it each 
element produces or 
nourishes the other. 
This concept of sacrifice 
is also found in nature’s 

to one’s ancestors food cycle and the 
oxygen and water cycles in our ecosystem. 

The yajnas prescribed by the Vedas include the 
offering of grains and ghee in the sacrificial fire or 
altar (vedi). The fire is the medium that conveys 
the sentiments and prayers of the aspirants to the 
devas in swarga. However with time the Brahmin 
priests started sacrificing animals to appease the 
devas. They interpreted the popular Vedic verse, 
ajena yajeta, in which aja means both barley and 
goat, by sacrificing goats and other animals and then 
cooked them to eat it as prasada. 

The Mahabharata ratifies the tradition of non- 
violent yajnas, “Yajnas should be performed with 
seeds — this is the Vedic tradition. Aja is barley seed. 
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Therefore it is not proper 
to slaughter goats. 
Wherever there is animal 
slaughter in yajnas, it is 
not the way of righteous 
men.”4 

The Mahabharata 
instructs, “Na hinsyat 


sarvabhutani...” — 
“Do not kill any livi ng Manushya Yajna: Serving the poor, 
creature.”° sick and needy 


Five TYPES OF YAJNAS 

The five principal kinds of yajnas to be performed 
by householders in accordance to the shastras are: 
1. Deva-yajna, 2. Rishi or Brahma-yajna, 3. Pitru- 
yajna, 4. Manushya-yajna and 5. Bhuta-yajna. The 
runa (obligation), mentioned earlier, is similar to that 
of the five types of yajnas explained below. 


1. Deva-yajna 
The devas sustain and nourish all life on earth. 
They are Varuna (water-god), Agni (fire-god), Surya 


4. Shanti Parva 324. 4-5; 337. 4-5. 
5. Vana Parva 213. 34. 
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(sun-god), Chandra 
(moon-god), Prithvi 
(goddess earth) and 
others. Man performs 
deva-yajna through 
é chanting of appropriate 
%£ Mantras and offerings of 
ghee and grains in the 
|. zero yajna fire to appease the 
Bhuta Yajna: Service to animals. | deVas and to appreciate 
them for their contributions to the welfare of mankind 
and all living things. 


2. Rishi or Brahma-yajna 

The objective of performing this yajna is to repay 
one’s debt to the rishi or guru who imparts knowl- 
edge during one’s stay as a student in the gurukula. 
It is also performed to attain moksha. The Brahma- 
yajna involves the disengagement of the ten senses 
and mind from material pleasures to focus on God. 
It is done by meditating on God, listening to spir- 
itual discourses, having darshan of God, reading the 
shastras, partaking of food that has been offered to 
God, and by contemplating on and praying to God. 
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3. Pitru-yajna 

Pitrus mean one’s forefathers or ancestors. They 
are believed to live in a higher realm as one’s guard- 
ians or custodians. Pitru-yajnas are performed to 
appease them and to fulfil the debt one owes to 
them for one’s birth and existence. Householders 
daily pray for the happiness and moksha of their 
ancestors. During the 15-day shraddha period in 
Bhadrapada (October) they offer special rituals, 
prayers and a meal of khir (cooked rice in sweet, 
thick milk), puri and other food items to Brahmins, 
cows, crows, pigeons, etc. They believe that their 
forefathers come and accept their offerings through 
them. Subsequently, the ancestors shower their 
pleasure and blessings upon them for progress and 
happiness. 


4, Manushya-yajna 

This is a sacrifice performed to fulfil one’s debt to 
humanity. It includes all acts of charity and donation 
for serving and loving others in order to rid of one’s 
ego, greed, cruelty, violence, anger and other base 
instincts. Manushya-yajna also includes serving the 
poor, sick and needy. It should be done selflessly, 
and without harbouring any desire for fame, name 
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or returns. The only sentiment one should have is 
to please God through serving humanity or Darid- 
ranarayana (Narayana in the form of poor and help- 
less people). 


5. Bhuta-yajna 

This sacrifice expresses thanks to the contribu- 
tions of all life forms (bhutas) to humanity. Every 
living organism contributes to the development and 
nourishment of life on earth. The intricate web of 
life is connected with and interdependent on all its 
members. Man’s existence is dependent on other 
life forms, so he should not destroy or upset the 
fragile and dynamic balance in our ecosystem. In- 
stead, he should conserve and help nourish all life 
forms. Since Vedic times the rishis of India have 
been chanting prayers (shanti patha) for peace 
and harmony in all life forms. A vegetarian diet is 
important as a mark of respect and preservation of 
animals. Hindus also generally serve a portion of 
their meals daily to nourish animals. 


CONCLUSION 
The heart of the yajna rituals lies in selfless 
sacrifice and offering of gifts and food to God, devas, 
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rishis, forefathers, teachers, birds, animals and all 
those who are in need. What is important during 
the sacrifice are the sentiments of detachment and 
selflessness expressed through the mantra “idam 
na mama” (“this is not mine”). Hinduism has a living 
yajna tradition that seeks to preserve, serve and 
foster all life forms. 

When a devotee performs the rituals of pranama, 
puja, mahapuja, darshan, arati, dandavat pranama, 
pradakshina, naivedyam, nama japa and yajna 
with the sole aim of pleasing God, then these acts are 
transformed into bhakti. And these seemingly small 
acts of devotion to God liberate the devotee from his 
or her mundane attachments and tendencies. The 
devotional rituals are in fact a spiritual practice which 
uproot an aspirant’s desires for mundane things and 
join him or her to the divine form of God. 


SUMMARY 

1. In ancient times the mandir was generally the 
centre of the village and town. The devotional 
rituals associated with the mandir played an 
important role in integrating spiritual faith in the 
lives of people. 

2. The various rituals that engage people in 
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worship and devotion are pranama, puja, 
mahapuja, darshan, arati, dandavat pranama, 
pradakshina, naivedyam, nama japa and 
yajna. The five types of yajna are: 
Deva-yajna: Performing yajnas by offering 
grains in a sacred fire to appreciate and please 
the devas. 


. Rishi or Brahma-yajna: Focusing the ten 


senses and mind on God through meditation and 
reading of shastras, darshan, listening to spiritual 
discourses, etc. 


iii. Pitru-yajna: Pleasing one’s ancestors through 


yajna, tarpana, and shraddha ceremonies. 


. Manushya-yajna: Serving mankind selflessly. 


Bhuta-yajna: Caring for and nourishing all life 
forms. 
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The auspicious pot, coconuts, wheat grains, betel leaves and nuts on a bajoth 
(wooden platform) for a ritual ceremony 


INTRODUCTION 

The human mind and senses cannot perceive 
the Infinite or God directly, but they can grasp 
what is concrete, finite or tangible. This is why it 
becomes easy to see or think of God through any 
of his physical forms and symbols (pratikas). The 
Shalagrama and Shivalinga, which are the forms of 
Narayana and Shiva respectively, are worshipped 
by Hindus. Many other symbols used in worship and 
prayer draw the mind away from material objects 
and direct it towards God. Hinduism has many 
sacred symbols and murtis of deities that inspire 
the transformation and elevation of the human 
mind. For example, the simple tilaka or chandraka 
applied on the forehead by men and women is not 
only a mark of their religious affiliation, but it also 
helps them develop self-awareness that they are 
devotees of God, and must therefore abide by his 
moral and spiritual commands. Furthermore, it is 
}a personal reminder that one must see the world 
only with one’s physical eyes, but with the mind’s 
hird eye, the eye of the soul. 
‘e also many gestures and symbols 
63 


Festivals, Rituals & Symbols 


that have both religious 
and social significance 
like namaste, Aum and 
swastika. All these and 
others ultimately pro- 
claim the core of the indi- 
vidual — the resident God 
within. 


Aum is the cosmic sound 1. AUM OR OM (First 
o — ao Sound and Form of God) 

Aum, also written as Om, is also called pranava. It 
is the cosmic sound of the creator. Hindus believe it 
to be the first mantra and sound from which creation 
issued forth. It is the monosyllabic form of God. It is 
made up of the letters A (phonetically as in ‘around’), 
u (as in ‘put’) and m (as in ‘mum’). The three letters 
stand for the three states of consciousness, namely, 
A for waking, ‘u’ for dream and ‘m’ for deep sleep, 
and according to the Mandukya Upanishad chanting 
Aum as a whole makes one conscious of the fourth 
or turiya state (God-realization). Aum also represents 
the three main devas (Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva), 
three Vedas (Rig, Yajur and Sama) and the three 
worlds (Pruthviloka, Devaloka and Patalaloka). Aum 
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is the divine sound and 
therefore pervades all 
life. It is considered to 
be the mystical syllable 
containing the entire 
Universe. 

Aum is chanted as a 
prayer and for an aus- 
picious beginning in all 
tasks." It is also used to 
conclude an act of wor- 


Swastika is a Hindu symbol of 
auspiciousness and knowledge 


ship, a religious work or an important task. 


2. SWASTIKA (Symbol of Auspiciousness) 

It is a symbol of auspiciousness and knowledge, 
representing the sun. It is a graphic representation 
of the sun’s rays, energy and munificence spreading 
in all four directions. The word swastika means ‘all 
well’. It is derived from the Sanskrit word ‘swasti’ 
which means ‘let there be goodness everywhere’. 
The symbol epitomizes continuous motion, mean- 
ing progress. It also represents the world-wheel, the 
eternally changing world around a fixed, unchanging 


centre or God. 


1. B.G. 17.23-24. 
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The four vertical right- 
angled arms denote 
four directions; the four 
Vedas; the four varnas; 
the four ashramas and 
the four human aims or 
purusharthas, namely, 

dharma (righteousness), 

A artha (wealth), kama 

The shalagrama is a form of (desires) and moksha 

enagyan denne (liberation). The swastika 

is arevered symbol of auspiciousness in Sanatana 

Dharma. It is also a symbol of the muladhara 

chakra, one of the centres of consciousness at the 
base of the spine. 

Hindus use the auspicious swastika symbol to 
get all-round prosperity by drawing it on the entrance 
doors, thresholds, opening pages of account books, 
invitation cards, and social and religious functions. 
No ceremony is complete without the swastika. It is 
also believed to have the power to destroy negative 
forces and misfortune. Finally, it must not be confused 
with the Nazi Swastika, which was represented in a 
tilted manner and came to acquire a sinister meaning 
altogether. 
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3. SHALAGRAMA (A 
Form of Bhagwan Vishnu) 

It is a sacred oval- Bes 
shaped black stone that 
is worshipped as an — 
aniconic form of Bhagwan 
Vishnu. The shalagrama e7™ 
is found in abundance on 5 
the banks of and in the | ~ 
River Gandaki in Nepal. 
Generally, it has a golden eval 
streak inside its cavity. Vaishnava devotees worship 
the shalagrama by bathing it in milk, curds, honey 
and saffron water, then offer clothes and food to it. 
Worship of shalagrama is praised profusely in the 
Pancharatra Agamas. 

The murtis of Narayana at the Badarinatha Man- 
dir and that of Shri Krishna at Udupi (Karnataka) are 
said to be carved out of the shalagrama stone. Un- 
like murtis made of other stones wherein the pres- 
ence of God has to be invoked through elaborate 
consecration ceremonies called prana-pratishtha, 
shalagramas have His presence eternally by their 
very nature. They are believed to possess an inher- 
ently divine power (sahajavibhuti). 
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4, SHIVALINGA (A 
Form of Bhagwan Shiva) 
The Shivalinga is 
generally an elliptical 
aniconic black stone 
that represents Bhagwan 
Shiva. Literally, Shiva 
means ‘auspiciousness’ 
and linga means an ‘em- 
The deepa (diya) is a symbol of blem’, therefore Shival- 
God's divine light inga means ‘emblem 
of auspiciousness’. There are two types of lingas 
— natural and man-made — and chala (moveable) 
and achala (immovable). The linga is in two parts: 
the pedestal (pitha) and the linga proper. The base 
of the Shivalinga is called the Brahmabhaga which 
refers to Brahma, the creator, the middle part is 
known as Vishnubhaga which represents Vishnu, 
the sustainer, and the uppermost portion is called 
Rudrabhaga representing Shiva, the destroyer. It is 
this uppermost cylindrical portion that is visible and 
worshipped. Therefore it is called pujabhaga. Some- 
times the face of Shiva is carved on the pujabhaga. 
Such a linga is called Ishwaralinga. But if the whole 
figure of Shiva is carved then it is known as Rudral- 
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inga. Shaiva devotees 
worship the Shivalinga 
by performing abhishe- 
ka (ceremonial pouring) 
of water or milk and of- 
fering bilva leaves. The 
twelve jyotirlingas of 
Shiva in India are be- 
lieved to have come 
into existence without Purna kalasha is a symbol of 
human agency or inter- perfection and auspiciousness 
vention. A Shaiva Sampradaya, called Lingayata 
or Virashaivism, insists that all its members wear 
a small Shivalinga on their body to remind them of 
their innate Shiva-like nature. 


5. DEEPA (Lamp) 

Light symbolizes knowledge and enlightenment. 
The deepa (diya) is a symbol of divine light. All 
worship rituals or auspicious beginnings commence 
by igniting a deepa. 

Philosophically the oil or ghee in the deepa 
represents the material desires (vasanas) and 
the wick the ego. When lit by the light of spiritual 
knowledge the vasanas become extinct and the ego 
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perishes. 

Every Hindu aspires 
for the divine light of 
knowledge and free- 
dom from the darkness 
of ignorance. This is re- 
flected in a popular Vedic 
and Upanishadic prayer, 
Tamaso ma jyotir ga- 

The sound of shankha or conch maya...’ which means 

honours and pleases the deities “| ead me from darkness 
to light’. 


6. PURNA KALASHA 
(Auspicious Potful of Water) 

Ahusked coconut circled with mango or asopala- 
va leaves placed on a pot filled with holy water is 
called a purna kalasha. |t is a symbol of perfection 
and auspiciousness. Through chanting of Vedic and 
Pauranik mantras the holy rivers and the god of wa- 
ter, Varunadeva, are invoked into the pot of water. 
The sacred water from the pot is then sprinkled in 
all directions and on the devotees for sanctification, 


2. Shatapatha Brahmana 14.4.1.30-31; Bruhadaranyaka Upanishad 1.3.30- 
31. 
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prosperity and peace. 

The kalasha is used 
during religious worship, 
in yajnas, weddings, 
inaugural functions and 
sanctification rituals of 
a building or land. It is 
placed near the home 
entrance as a sign of wel- 
come, and held in one’s The sound of ghanta or bell 
hand while receiving holy is considered auspicious 
persons. The ceremonial kalasha is a replica of the 
Amruta Kalasha and therefore it also symbolizes 
immortality — the Amruta Kalasha was brought by 
Sage Dhanvantari during the churning of the ocean 
(samudra manthana). 

A kalasha is either made of gold, silver, copper 
or even clay. While performing rituals it should be 
filled with water. Other things that may be put inside 
it are precious stones, flowers and herbs. Brahma, 
Shiva, Vishnu and Devi are believed to reside in 
the kalasha’s mouth, neck, bottom and middle 
respectively. 


7. SHANKHA (Conch) 
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The conch or 
shankha is a product of 
Varunadeva (the ocean- 
god). It is one of the 
common objects in the 
hands of murtis of many 
Hindu deities, especially 
those associated with 
Vishnu, and sometimes 
The lotus symbolizes beauty, truth and With the Devi. The conch 

peaelen lings is placed at the feet of 
God’s murtiin mandirs as a symbol of nada Brahma 
or Aum, dharma, victory and auspiciousness. The 
sonorous sound of the shankha or conch is made 
to honour and please the Lord. It is also a victory call 
of good over evil. The sound of the conch elevates 
people’s minds to a prayerful attitude. It is often filled 
with water or milk and used in ritualistic worship of 
the deities. 

The shankha is held to be extremely important, 
like the Sudarshan Chakra, in Shri Vaishnavism. The 
famous shankha of Bhagwan Krishna in the Gita is 
called Panchajanya. 


8. GHANTA (Bell) 
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The ringing sound of the ghanta or bell is 
considered auspicious because it is associated 
with mandir and worship rituals like arati, puja and 
mahapuja. The ghanta, generally made of bronze, 
is always used in ritualistic worship. The sound of 
the bell is considered to be pranava or Omkara. The 
body of the bell represents Ananta (god of time), the 
tongue symbolizes Sarasvati (goddess of speech) 
and the handle signifies prana-shakti or the energy 
of prana (vital breath). The top of the handle is 
usually adorned with images of Hanuman, Garuda, 
Nandi (the bull-mount of Shiva), chakra (disc) or 
trishula (trident). 

The bell is rung during worship as an invitation 
for the deities to come, especially during the arati 
ceremony, and dispel evil spirits. The sound of the bell 
is also believed to awaken the power of the mantras 
chanted during worship rituals. Hence it is called 
mantramata or mother of mantras. 

The pujari or a devotee rings the bell prior to 
having darshan of or offering prayer to the deity and 
during the ritual arati. 

It is the usual practice to hang a bell or a few 
bells in a mandir or in front of the main shrine. The 
ringing of bells in a mandir is a call to prayer. The 
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Lag =ringing sound facilitates 
the senses and the mind 
to focus on God, and it 
also drowns away irrel- 
evant noises and other 
sounds. 


9. PADMA (Lotus) 
¥ The padma or 
The tilaka aid shanuraks lotus symbolizes truth, 
ser emdnandasamerndae  ~—«auspiciousness and 
beauty (Satyam, Shivam and Sundaram), which 
are the essential virtues of God. Also, many parts 
of his body are compared to the lotus: lotus eyes, 
lotus feet, lotus hands and the lotus of the heart. 
Furthermore its sacredness is associated with the 
fact that the lotus rose from the navel of Vishnu and 
is the seat of Brahma, the creator, Mahalakshmi and 
Sarasvati. 

The lotus, though born and rooted in mud, blos- 
soms unaffected by it. Similarly, a person may be 
born in a low caste, but like a lotus he or she can 
blossom beautifully in character through his or her 
own good actions, like Viduraji and Shabari. The 
lotus also symbolizes a person of wisdom or enlight- 
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enment, who is untainted 
by the mud and muck of 
base instincts. Many In- 
dian deities are closely 
connected with the lotus: 
Bhagwan Vishnu holds a 
lotus in his hand, his con- 
sort Lakshmi is seated 
on a lotus; and Bhag- 
wan Shiva is worshipped : A devotee of Shiva with holy 
by offering lotus flowers. espion iis fareneae 
There are many colours of lotus, i.e. white, red and 
blue, that suggest many splendours of the Divine. 
Kundalini Yoga describes that our body has energy 
centres (chakras), and that each one has a lotus with 
different numbers of petals. The Sahasrara Chakra at 
the top of the skull has a 1,000-petalled lotus which 
opens when the yogi realizes God. 


10. TLAKA AND CHANDRAKA (Holy Marks) 

The tilaka and chandraka (chandlo) are sym- 
bols of one’s affiliation to a specific Hindu tradition 
or organization. Vaishnava worshippers apply a U- 
shaped (urdhvapundra) white or yellow tilaka of 
chandana with a streak of chandana or kumkum 
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or a round-shaped red 
chandraka in the middle 
of the forehead. Shaiva 
worshippers apply three 
_| horizontal streaks of holy 
‘ ii ash on their forehead. 
‘ The devout also 
o apply the tilaka and 
i) chandraka on his or 
~ her arms, chest and 
other parts of the body 
while chanting the various names of God. The 
U-shaped urdhvapundra represents the holy feet 
of God and the chandraka the ideal devotee of 
God. The chandraka also symbolizes a devotee’s 
fidelity to God. The application of both the tilaka 
and chandraka gives a devotee feelings of sanctity, 
connectivity and allegiance to God. When marked on 
the forehead of the deity it may signify the power of 
that deity to uplift the devotees spiritually. And when 
applied on the forehead of devotees it reminds them 
of the need to take a spiritually upward path. 
Shiva worshippers apply a tripundra (three 
horizontal markings) of bhasma or holy ash and 
Devi worshippers apply only a red chandraka of 
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kumkum. 

The tilaka covers 
the area between the 
eyebrows, which is the 
seat of memory and 
thinking (the ajna chakra) 
in yoga. Applying the 
tilaka and chandraka 
daily restrains one from , 
wrong action and protects — tying a kankana-sutra protects one 
one from bad influences. from obstacles and evil influences 


11. BHASMA (Holy Ash) 

Bhasma or holy ash is generally applied by some 
devotees on their forehead, and some ascetics rub it 
all over their body. Bhasma is the ash from the homa 
(ritual fire), in which special wood along with ghee 
and other herbs have been offered in a yajna. Fire is 
believed to reduce all substances to their primal state 
of purity. Bhasma therefore purifies the body. The 
application of bhasma signifies destruction of evil 
and remembrance of the Divine. Bhasma is believed 
to give glory and protection to one who applies it. 

Bhasma is especially associated with Bhagwan 
Shiva and Shakti. Bhagwan Shiva applies it all 
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j over his body, signifying 
renunciation and total 
# eradication of ego. 


12. JAPAMALA (Rosary) 
A japamala or mala 
; (rosary) is used in 
chanting (japa) God’s 
name. It generally 
Sacred Thread Ceremony: After this CONSists of 108 beads, 

ritual the child becomes a student made of rudraksha or 
tulsi or bilva wood. The mala is used by placing it 
on the middle finger of the right hand, and turning the 
beads in a clockwise direction with the thumb. The 
forefinger or index finger is kept away from the mala. 
The mala is usually turned in a cloth-bag. When it 
is turned without the cloth-bag, care is taken that it 
does not touch the ground in order to preserve its 
sanctity. 

One may wonder why a mala has 108 beads. 
The Hindu shastras instruct that one should chant 
God’s name all day together with each breath. So, 
if we consider twelve hours for the waking state, a 
person breathes 15 times every minute and 900 
times in one hour. For twelve hours of the day one 
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breathes 10,800 times. 
So in 24 hours a person 
breathes 21,600 times 
(Chudamani Upanishad 
32-33). Because it is 
not possible to chant a 
mantra with each breath, 
the shastras state that 
the fruit of chanting it ad ARG 
with each bead of a mala Dhva@orfagisa aHneh 
will be 100 times more. feature of Hindu mandirs 
So, after chanting 108 beads of a mala it all adds 
up to 10,800 — which is equal to the number of times 
one breathes in 12 hours. 

Another reason for having 108 beads in a mala 
is that it is related to the number of configurations 
of stars in the universe. The ancient rishis divided 
the sun’s motion into 27 nakshatras or constella- 
tions (a group of stars). Each nakshatra has four 
sub-sections called charans (parts). So the 27 nak- 
shatras have 108 charans altogether. Therefore 
the number of beads in a mala are 108. Where the 
two ends of the nakshatras meet, that region of the 
cosmos is called “Mount Sumeru’. Similarly, the larg- 
est bead that joins the two ends of the mala is called 
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the sumeru. While turn- 
ing the mala one should 
not cross the sumeru, 
but reverse the direction 
and resume chanting. 


| 13. KANKANA-SUTRA- 
BANDHANAM (Auspicious 
Thread) 

Namaskar is a traditional mode As part of any reli- 

of greeting or showing reverence gious or auspicious oc- 
casion a kankana-sutra-bandhanam or a string of 
red and yellow cotton thread is tied on the wrist of a 
participant or guest. It symbolizes a divine promise 
of protection and freedom from obstacles. The priest 
sings the mantra of kankana bandhanam that says, 
“O Lord, protect him (the host) from obstacles and 
guard him from evil influences. Grant him long life 
and bless him with the fruits of good deeds.” The 
kankana-sutra is also tied for the same purpose by 
a mother or sister to her son or brother respectively. 


14. UPAVITA (Sacred Thread) 
Upavita or sacred thread is invested to a 
Brahmin, Kshatriya and Vaishya child at the age of 
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eight, eleven and twelve respectively. The upavita 
ceremony, called upanayana, is one of the 16 
sacraments performed in the life of a Hindu boy. 
After receiving the upavita the child becomes a 
student and eligible to go to the gurukula to study 
and receive spiritual and temporal knowledge from 
the guru. During his period of study he observes 
brahmacharya or celibacy. 

The upavita is worn from the left shoulder to the 
right waist. It has three cotton threads tied together. 
The three threads represent Gayatri (goddess of 
mind), Sarasvati (goddess of wisdom) and Savitri 
(goddess of virtues). Also, one who wears the upavita 
is reminded to be pure in thought, word and action. 
The three threads further signify the debt one owes 
to the guru, parents and society. The three strings 
are tied by a knot, which represents God — who is 
the creator, sustainer and destroyer. When one gets 
married one wears an upavita with six threads — the 
three more strings are on behalf of one’s wife. 


15. DHVAJA (Flag) 

Dhvaja is a flag or a banner fixed on a post or 
dhvaja-danda. \t is a common feature of Hindu 
mandirs. The dhvaja is either made of a metallic 
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A 
abhisheka 


amruta 


annakuta 
arati 


Arthashastra 


avidya 


chala murti 


D 
deepa 
dhama 


GLOSSARY 


ritual pouring of water on murti of a deity 
for worship 

‘without death’. The nectar churned from 
the ocean by the deities and the demons, 
known to grant immortality to those who 
drink it 

offering of many food items before the 
murti of God 

Hindu ritual of waving lighted wicks before 
the murti of God as an act of worship 
writings dealing with economics and 
politics. One such work is Kautilya’s 
Arthashastra 

synonymous with maya. False 
understanding of the nature of reality. 
Ignorance 


food offering to Bhagwan 

sacred tree also known as bel tree or the 
wood-apple tree. It is dear to Shiva. The 
tree is worshipped during Durgapuja. Its 
leaves are used in the worship of Shiva 
and Shakti 


image of a deity that can be moved or 
taken out from a mandir or shrine for a 
procession or ritual 


traditional Indian lighted lamp 
abode of God 
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dhvajasthambha 


dipastambha 


G 


Glossary 


tall flag post in mandir premises 
lamp post in a mandir 


garbha-gruha inner shrine of a mandir where the murtis 


gopis 


are consecrated 
women of the cowherd class who were 
devotees of Shri Krishna 


gopi-chandanasandalwood stick used for worship rituals 


gopuram 


guna 


J 
jaltaranga 
jyotirlinga 


K 
kumbha 


L 
lila 
linga 


M 
maha-arati 


marga 
Meghaduta 
moksha 


or smearing on forehead 

ornate entrance gate to mandirs in South 
India 

qualities 


musical instrument containing water 
linga (pillar) of light that is symbolic of 
Shiva. There are twelve lingas that are 
self-manifested and worshipped today 


auspicious pot 


divine actions or play of God 
oval-shaped stone symbolic of Bhagwan 
Shiva 


ritual waving of lights held on a grand 
scale 

path 

play written by Kavi Kalidas 

liberation from maya and cycles of birth 
and death, leading to experience of divine 
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mrudanga 


murti 


P 
padmasana 


parikrama 


parvata 
pichhwai 


R 
rajas 


ratha yatra 


S 
sampradaya 


shikhara 


shikharabaddha 


shila 
shloka 
shraddha 
swarga 


a 
tamas 


Festivals, Rituals & Symbols 


bliss 

traditional Indian percussion instrument 
played to provide rhythm in singing of de- 
votional songs 

sacred image of God or a deity that is 
revered and worshipped 


lotus posture, one of the eighty-four 
asanas of yoga 

circumambulation of deity, guru, holy 
place or river 

mountain 
traditional 
Rajasthan 


art of painting native to 


one of the three gunas, having attributes 
of activity, restlessness, anger, violence, 
desire to satisfy the jindriyas and 
extravagance 
chariot festival 


tradition handed down from a founder 
through successive spiritual gurus 
mandir pinnacle or tower 

traditional pinnacled mandir 
stone 

Sanskrit verse 

rites to propitiate one’s ancestors 

abode of the devas 


one of the three gunas, responsible for 
indolence, sleep and evil 
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Glossary 


tilaka holy mark applied on forehead 

U 

utsava murti murti used for procession in celebration 
V 

varadamudra boon-giving gesture 

vidya knowledge 

vina musical stringed instrument 

Y 

yajna fire ritual 
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Fe 


A 

Annakuta 26 
Arati 40 

Aum or Om 58 


B 

Bhagwan Swaminarayan 
bithdate 10 

Bhasma (holy ash) 68 

Bhuta-yajna 53 


D 

Dandavat pranama 42 
Darshan 39 

deepa (lamp) 62 
Deepawali 24 
Deva-yajna 51 

Dhvaja (flag) 73 

Durga devi (Parvati)* 22 


F 
festivals 1 
lunar basis 2 


G 

Ganesha Chaturthi 20 
ghanta 65 

Guru Purnima 14 


H 
Hindu Calendar 1 


INDEX 


lunar months 3 

seasons 4 

Vikrama Samvat 2 
Holi 8 


J 

Jagannatha Mandir 13 
Janmashtami 17 
Japamala (Rosary) 69 


K 
Kankana-sutra-bandhanam 
(auspicious thread) 
71 
Kumbha Mela 27 
story of origin 29 


M 

Mahapuja 37 

Maha-Shivaratri 6 

Makarasankranti-Uttarayana 
4 

Manushya-yajna 52 

Mohini 29 


N 

Naivedyam 44 
nama japa 46 
Namaskar 73 
Navaratri 21 


O 

Onam 19 

P 

padma (lotus) 66 
Panchanga pranama 43 
Pitru-yajna 52 
Pongal 6 
pradakshina 44 
pranama 34 

Puja 36 

purna kalasha 63 
Pushpadolotsava 8 


R 
Rakshabandhana 15 
Rama Navami 10 


Ratha Yatra (chariot festival) 


13 
Ratha Yatra (chariot festi- 
val)* viii 
Rishi or Brahma-yajna 51 
rituals 33 


S 
shalagrama 60 
shankha 64 
Shivalinga 61 
Swaminarayan Jayanti 10 
swastika 59 
symbols 57 
Arati 40 
Aum or Om 58 
bhasma 68 


Index 


deepa 62 

dhvaja 73 

ghanta 65 

japamala (Rosary) 69 
kankana-sutra 71 
namaskar 73 

padma 66 

purna kalasha 63 
shalagrama 60 
shankha 64 
Shivalinga 61 
swastika 59 

tilaka and chandraka 67 
upavita 72 


T 
Tilaka and Chandraka 67 


U 
upavita (sacred thread) 72 


Vv 

Vijaya Dashami or Dasha- 
hara 21 

Vikrama Samvat 2 


Y 
Yajna 48 
types of 50 


